The Cafs-meat Shop

Just round the corner there is the cat's meat shop. The pecu-
liarity of this shop is the lowness of its ceiling. It is necessary
for a person of medium height to stand upon the pavement out-
side and lower his head in order to look down into it. The beams
are, then, upon a level with his shoulders. It might have been
built, in fact, especially for its purpose. The inscription reads:
'Cats and Dogs meat supplied daily at the lowest prices.' Other
painted sentences are nearly, if not quite, illegible, for no fresh
paint has touched this dwarfish building. The interior walls
are pasted with cheap prints of pugilists, as though this low
den was a resort of the 'fancy'. But, after all, it is a meatshop;
and meat means flesh and blood. Kept, therefore, by some-
one with a masculine taste, with a taste, we mean, in men,
for these are boxers, they are not actresses or ballet dancers.
Nor is it mere sport. There are no horses and no jockeys. It
is flesh and blood and blood-letting: the 'tapping of the claret',
as they would say, themselves. Someone who likes muscle and
is not put off by bruises. A meat eater, theirself, of course,
who does not want their meat too browned. Someone who
knows the slang and knows the diet and training: who can
make poultices and put raw beef upon black eyes. At the same
time, a friendly little den with something of the oyster bar; some-
where to drop into, shaking the raindrops off your coat, and sit
upon a stool, close up to the rail. Somewhere to find warmth and
congenial company. Often we have passed outside the cat's meat
shop, and once, once only, seen the owner. For, in spite of the
invitation, no squeamish person would step inside. The pro-
prietress is a fat woman of sixty or sixty-five, dressed in seedy and
stained black, with a grey woollen shawl, and a man's flat cap upon
her head. A woman who might be a midwife; a costerwife; or
huckstress; owner of a fish stall, who sells jellied eels. But the oil
cloth counter has upon it piles of offal, as to the nature of which,
or the internal geography, we are not competent to tell. Soiled
newspapers are there for wrapping; and there are strips and scraps
that have been cooked, but are green as though with mildew, or
have a milky iridescence shining from them. They must be horse-
flesh from a slum stable, slaughtered before the mare falls down
dead between the shafts. Close to this is battered pair of scales,
for fair measure to the purchaser. And there is fish for the cat. A